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DIVINE  JUDGMENT  AND  AMERICAN  UNREST 

"Shall  I  not  punish  them  for  these  things  ? 
says  the  Lord,      and  shall  I  not  avenge 
myself  on  a  nation  such  as  this?    (Jer.  5:29) 


Sometimes  a  minister  preaches  because  it's  Sunday., 
More  often,  one  would  hope,  he  preaches  because  he  has 
something  to  say  and  will  have  no  rest  until  he  says  itc 
What  I  must  share  with  you  today  is  a  conviction  that  stalked 
me  for  months  and  finally  cornered  me=    Because  at  this 
stage  it  is  hardly  more  than  an  insistent  intuition,  it  may 
suffer  as  it  translates  out  from  feeling  into  speech.    The 
conviction  simply  stated  is  this:    America  is  a  nation  under 
divine  judgments 

That  we  suffer  unrest  as  a  people  hardly  needs  elab- 
oration.   People  with  axes  to  grind  are  everywhere.  Beilig- 
erance  is  the  prevailing  mood0    Mistrust  and  suspicion  are 
rampant*    A  depressing  variety  of  gaps  separate  us  one  from 
the  other*    We  have  a  way  of  talking  past  each  other  rather 
than  to  or  with  each  other.    And  with  sickening  frequency  we 
resort  to  violence  either  to  guard  what  we  have  or  to  get 
what  we  want.    Unrest?    If  anything  this  term  is  too  mild  to 
describe  the  American  experience* 

The  accepted  explanations  are  helpful  as  far  as  they 
go  but  they  don't  reach  far  enough*    You  know  them  by  now, 
these  stock  explanations,,    The  population  has  exploded  and 
we  havenst  learned  yet  how  to  cope  with  what  this  means. 
Technological  advances  have  whisked  us  out  of  the  familiar 
into  the  new  and  caught  us  unprepared,.    Communism  has 
played  upon  the  prejudices  of  the  Third  World  and  stirred 
it  up  against  us.    The  institutions  that  were  meant  to  serve 
us  have  become  fossilized  and  insensitive. 


But  there  is  a  further  explanation  for  what  is  hap- 
pening to  us„    This  further  explanation  does  not  displace  the 
others s  but  it  may  be  more  to  the  point  than  they.    Simply 
puts  we  are  suffering  for  our  sins.    The  accepted  explana- 
tions very  much  in  vogue  today  have  one  thing  in  common: 
They  leave  out  the  moral  factor  and  overlook  man's  sin. 
They  score  the  need  to  update  education  to  accept  change, 
to  eliminate  or  contain  communism,  to  humanize  our  insti- 
tutions ,  but  they  fail  to  suggest  that  the  picture  can  be 
viewed  within  the  framework  of  command  and  disobedience, 
judgment  and  grace. 

It  is  one  thing  for  outright  humanists  and  gung  ho 
rationalists  to  reject  this  framework.    But  how  can  Chris- 
tians reject  it  without  abandoning  the  Biblical  perspective? 
It's  not  that  the  horizontal  factors  should  be  ignored*    They 
are  there  and  they  are  real*    But  they  are  not  the  only  forces 
at  work  in  history.    Man  can  sin!    God  can  judge!     And 
judgment  can  happen  within  history  as  well  as  at  the  end  of 
history. 

Some  of  our  religious  leaders  are  so  taken  by  con- 
temporary human  culture  that  they  forget  the  tension  that 
prevails  between  God  and  the  world.    One  gets  the  impres- 
sion that  ever  since  God  read  Spock  He's  gone  permissive* 
Avarice,  lust,,  hatred,  vengeance,  indifference  mean  nothing 
to  Him.    Could  we  speak  of  evil,  not  sin,  and  trace  our 
anguish  to  such  abstractions  as  structures  and  the  times 
rather  than  the  human  heart  we  could  dispense  with  the  con- 
cept of  judgment. 

But,  my  friends,   this  would  not  free  us  from  the  ef- 
fects of  judgment.    Looking  back  over  twenty  years  in  the 
ministry  I  see  that  I  have  tried  to  teach  myself  and  my  peo- 
ple how  to  recognize  and  respond  to  mercy.    But  I  have  never 
taught  myself  or  my  people  how  to  recognize  or  respond  to 
judgment.    What  does  it  look  like  when  it  comes  ?    How  do 
we  know  when  we  are  in  it? 
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Judgment  is  visited  in  many  waySc    In  the  days  of 
Noah  judgment  meant  physical  destruction.    In  eighth  cen- 
tury Be  G,   Israel  judgment  meant  deportation  and  assimila- 
tion   In  Rome  judgment  meant  being  taken  over  by  barbaric 
hordes  from  the  north. 

But  the  model  that  best  fits  our  situation  is  the  Tower 
of  Babel  saga,    The  people  in  that  story  were  determined  to 
build  a  tower  that  would  touch  the  sky  in  order  that  they 
might  have  a  city  and  a  name.    It  is  very  instructive  that  in 
the  Genesis  account  there  were  no  outside  hordes ,  there 
was  no  physical  destructions  no  one  was  carted  off.    What 
did  happen  was  that  the  people  simply  could  not  bring  off 
what  they  wanted  to  bring  off.    They  were  confounded.  Their 
purposes  were  frustrated.    And  they  became  tragically  di- 
vided.   Whether  you  look  to  the  church  or  to  education  or  to 
business  —  whether  you  look  to  your  own  home  or  to  your 
own  heart;  are  these  not  the  factors  that  obtain?    We  are 
confounded^  frustrated  and  divided.    Given  our  sin  we  would 
be  this  way  if  there  were  no  population  explosion;  if  there 
were  no  technological  revolution;  if  there  were  no  commu- 
nism; and  if  there  were  noLScierotic  bureaucracy 0 

sk       s4c      sk       sk       5$c       sk      sk 

We  are  a  nation  under  divine  judgment.    Our  unrest 
testifies  to  the  inherent  instability  of  a  god-floutings  man- 
centered  society,    Jeremiah  had  a  sensitive  heart  and  a 
deep  love  for  his  people,  yet  he  could  not  answer  the  Al- 
mighty when  God  said?    "Shall  I  not  punish  them  for  these 
things  ?    And  shall  I  not  avenge  myself  on  a  nation  such  as 
this?"    (Jer„  5:29)     America  is  not  Israel §  I  know.    But 
the  church  in  America  purports  to  be  on  the  same  continuum 
with  the  Old  Testament  community.    It  is  possible  for  a 
peopies  despite  their  lofty  seif-imagej  to  exhaust  the  divine 
patience  and  be  shut  up  to  the  consequences  of  their  sin« 

It  may  be  that  our  greed  has  finally  caught  up  with 
us*  I  fear  it  true  that  "The  only  ideal  the  West  cherishes 
is  economic  growth,"  1      Why  else  would  we  encourage 
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people  to  go  to  college  on  the  basis  of  a  $100,  000  lifetime 
differential  over  the  man  who  does  not  go?    Why  else  would 
a  radio  chain  instruct  its  newscasters  not  to  elaborate  on 
the  possibility  of  stormy  weather  because  such  elaborations 
are  bad  for  business  ?    In  our  society  we  judge  a  man  by 
what  he  has  and  not  by  what  he  is_.    This  norm  bears  testi- 
mony to  the  greed  under  which  we  live 

Perhaps  our  tolerance  for  perversion  and  promiscu- 
ity has  finally  caught  up  with  us.    I  have  been  accused  of 
many  things  in  the  ministry  but  no  one  has  ever  accused  me 
of  being  a  prude.    However,  when  I  walk  around  this  city  — 
especially  in  the  Times  Square  area,  I  find  myself  wonder- 
ing how  long  this  nation  will  exist  with  such  rottenness  at 
its  heart.    There  have  always  been  movie  houses  in  that 
area  trafficking  in  the  lewd  and  sensual.    But  matters  now 
are  worse.    These  houses  have  set  up  miniature  screens 
outside  so  that  the  more  salacious  episodes  of  what  is  going 
on  inside  can  be  seen  by  every  one  who  passes    regardless 
of  age. 

Don't  tell  me  that  there  are  critics  who  call  this  art. 
Every  degenerating  society  has  doubtless  been  able  to  come 
up  with  critics  ready  to  define  a  vice  as  a  virtue  in  the  name 
of  art.    I  am  sure  that  in  Sodomon  and  Gomarrah  before  the 
end  came  there  were  men  of  stature,  well -lettered  and  weli- 
credentiaied,  who  mistook  licentiousness  for  progress.    If 
there  are  human  beings  who  must  see  lurid  films  let  them 
form  private  clubs  and  view  to  their  hearts  content.    But 
shame  on  a  city  where  a  man  and  wife  cannot  walk  with  their 
children  without  having  to  fend  off  such  filth. 

And  it  may  be  that  our  violence  has  caught  up  with 
us.    We've  become  hardened  to  violence,  haven't  we?    Our 
arousal  point  keeps  getting  higher  and  higher.    And  even 
when  finally  aroused  we  cannot  sustain  our  indignation  very 
long.    I  heard  a  chap  say  the  other  day  that  ours  is  a  three- 
day  society.    He  meant  that  when  something  ghastly  tragic 
happens  it  is  headlined  the  first  day;  reduced  to  the  back 
section  the  second  day;  and  confined  to  a  squib  the  third  day. 
By  the  fourth  day  we've  washed  it  out  of  our  minds. 
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As  a  case  in  points  most  of  us  have  already  dismissed 
the  My  Lai  massacreD    The  self- justification  of  the  military 
has  prevailed.    We  can  be  reminded  that  40 ,  000  Americans 
have  died  in  the  longest  war  in  this  nation's  history  and  go 
out  and  shop  for  bargains  five  minutes  later.    We  can  be 
told  that  25 ,  000  Americans  die  each  year  because  of  drunks 
behind  the  wheels  of  automobiles  and  go  on  with  what  we're 
doing.    And  what  shall  we  say  of  that  community  in  the  north- 
west,, recently  in  the  news,  whose  major  industry  is  the  mak- 
ing and  storing  of  lethal  gases  for  the  Defense  Department. 
Citizens  of  that  town  were  queried  on  how  they  were  enjoying 
life.    Most,  it  turned  out,  are  quite  happy.    Apparently  if  a 
man's  pipe  is  drawing  well,  and  his  grass  is  clipped,  and 
he  has  eliminated  all  the  ghosts  on  his  television  screen, 
and  is  keeping  up  with  the  payments  on  his  home  —  all  is 
well  I 

We  keep  playing  word  games  with  violence.    When 
the  other  side  does  it,  it's  violence;  but  when  our  side  does 
it,  it's  a  legitimate  expression  of  force.    And  all  of  it  is  a 
farce.    In  a  sense,  in  today's  football  game  the  Minnesota 
Vikings  and  the  Kansas  City  Chiefs  will  be  on  opposite  sides. 
But,  in  deeper  fact,  they  are  both  on  the  same  side  in  that 
both  are  believers  in  and  practitioners  of  professional  foot- 
ball.   Likewise,  from  outward  appearances  it  would  look 
as  though  the  Weatherman  faction  of  the  SDS  and  the  Chicago 
police  force  are  on  opposite  sides.    In  actual  fact,  they  are 
on  the  same  side  in  that  both  are  believers  in  and  practition- 
ers of  violence.    And  it  may  be,  I  do  not  know,  that  God 
feels  we've  been  playing  this  game  long  enough. 

This  is  why  we  cannot  over -celebrate  the  insights 
and  passion  of  Martin  Luther  King,  Jr.     At  a  time  when  it 
would  have  been  the  simplest  thing  of  all  for  him  to  capitu- 
late to  violence  and  feed  upon  the  legitimate  grievances  of 
his  people,  he  sought  the  path  of  nonviolence.    From  the 
other  side  of  the  Atlantic  the  Frenchman  Jacques  Ellui  com- 
ments thus  on  King's  position:     "To  be  on  the  side  of  the 
oppressed  and  at  the  same  time  have  to  tell  them  that  their 
explosions  of  violence  are  futile  and  will  bring  no  real 
change  —  this  is  the  most  thankless  position  anyone  can 
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take.    It  was  the  position  of  Martin  Luther  King,  and  we 
know  how  vulnerable  it  is*    It  was  also  the  position  of  Jesus 
in  relation  to  the  Pharisees  (who  wanted  to  organize  resist- 
ance to  the  Romans)  and  the  Zealots  „"  2     He  chose  to  move 
in  the  succession  of  John  the  beloved,  Saint  Francis,  Ghandi 
and  Schweitzer  —  and  we  killed  him! 

*r  *i^  *lr  *r  ^r         t*  *T^ 

What  do  we  do  if  we  are  under  judgment?    We  can 
recognize  that  such  is  the  case;  that  it  is  one  of  the  funda- 
mental facts  of  our  existence;  and  stop  trying  to  define  our 
s  ituation  apart  from  it.-    And  maybe  if  we  kept  in  mind  that 
we  are  all  in  this  pressure  cooker  together  we  would  be  a 
little  easier  on  each  other  —  instead  of  going  around  short- 
fused  and  irritable0 

And  we  can  make  it  a  point  to  resist  all  propaganda 
that  is  designed  to  justify  either  ourselves  or  our  nation  — 
even  when  it  is  wrapped  in  the  flag. 

But,  thank  God,  we  can  also  repent.    It's  not  just 
judgment  we  are  under;,  it's  divine  judgment!    And  this  is 
our  hope,  for  God's  judgment  is  not  vindictive,,  but  restora- 
tive and  curative0    It  moves  always  in  the  direction  of  re- 
conciliation,   Jeremiah  had  no  answer  to  the  questions, 
"Shall  I  not  punish  them  for  these  things  ?    And  shall  I  not 
avenge  myself  on  a  nation  such  as  this?"    He  coulds  however, 
come  back  and  say  out  of  a  broken  heart,  "Yet  thou,  O  Lord, 
art  in  the  midst  of  us  and  we  are  called  by  thy  name;  leave 
us  notc"    (Jer.   14:9b)     Just  as  our  unrest  stems  in  large 
measure  from  divine  judgment,  so  our  rest  is  to  be  found  in 
divine  grace. 

Patrick  Kirby  put  it  this  way: 

"Only  out  of  chaos 

Creation; 

Only  out  of  confusion 

Order; 


-  6  - 


Only  from  our  decay* 

The  new  shoots  of  a  New  Earth; 

Only  out  of  our  darkness 

Light  unquenchable j 

And  a  new  Heaven 

Filled  with  new  stars  !"  3 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Revive  the  world,  O  Gods 

beginning  with  America0 
Revive  America 

beginning  with  the  church* 
Revive  the  church,  O  God, 
beginning  with  me. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord 

Amen. 
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